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Overview 
 
This paper compares farm labor trends in Michigan and Oregon. The first section 
provides an overview of the role of both states in the agricultural production of the U.S. 
The second section discusses payroll and contract labor expenses. The third section 
reviews the trends in labor expenses as a share of total expenses and labor productivity by 
North American Industry Classification System (NAICS) groups in both states, as well as 
the development of long term (150 days or more) versus short term workers (less than 
150 days). The fourth section compares the development of wage rates in Michigan and 
Oregon. The fifth section discusses the effect of minimum wage indexing in Oregon. In 
the sixth section, data on farm worker characteristics and their housing situation in both 
states offer additional perspectives. 
 
Market Value of Agricultural Products 
 
Both Michigan and Oregon are states with very diverse agricultural production. In terms 
of market value of agricultural products sold Michigan ranks 22nd in the U.S. with sales 
of $5.8 billion, and Oregon ranks 28th with sales of $4.4, in 2007. In Michigan, grains, 
oilseed, dry beans, and peas are most important in terms of sales, followed by dairy 
products from cows, and then nursery, greenhouse, floriculture, and sod (table 1). In 
Oregon, nursery, greenhouse, floriculture, and sod are most important in terms of sales, 
followed by cattle and calves, and then other crops and hay (table 1). Due to the diversity 
in commodity groups, both Michigan and Oregon rank in the top ten states for several, in 
particular labor intensive, commodities. Michigan ranks 5th in fruits, tree nuts, and 
berries; 6th in nursery, greenhouse, floriculture and sod; and 9th in vegetable, melons, 
potatoes and sweet potatoes (table 1). Oregon ranks 4th in fruits, tree nuts, and berries; 3rd 
in nursery, greenhouse, floriculture and sod; and 10th in vegetable, melons, potatoes and 
sweet potatoes (table 1). In 2007, the total U.S. production of labor intensive crops was 
$18.6 billion of fruits, tree nuts, and berries, $16.6 billion of nursery, greenhouse, 
floriculture, and sod, and $14.7 billion of vegetables, melons, potatoes, and sweet 
potatoes. California and Florida were first and second, respectively, in each of these labor 
intensive crop groups. 
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Table 1. Value of Sales by Commodity Group – Michigan and Oregon (Data Source: 
2007 Census of Agriculture) 
Commodity Group Market Value ($1,000) U.S. Rank 
 MI OR MI OR 
Total agricultural products sold 5,753,219 4,386,143 22 28 
Crops including nursery and greenhouse 3,329,928 2,976,087 15 16 
Livestock, poultry, and their products 2,423,291 1,410,055 24 32 
Grains, oilseed, dry beans, and dry peas 1,710,733 316,772 13 27 
Vegetables, melons, potatoes, and sweet potatoes 347,305 339,388 9 10 
Fruits, tree nuts, and berries 392,472 515,582 5 4 
Nursery, greenhouse, floriculture, and sod 623,097 989,483 6 3 
Cut Christmas trees, short rotation woody crops 29,155 116,759 3 1 
Other crops and hay 227,165 698,104 14 3 
Poultry and eggs 258,994 119,812 25 33 
Cattle and calves 449,371 800,336 28 18 
Milk and other dairy products from cows 1,285,571 401,786 7 18 
Hogs and pigs 357,495 5,662 12 35 
Sheep, goats, and their products 8,867 20,987 20 9 
Horses, ponies, mules, burros, and donkeys 23,550 18,935 16 21 
Aquaculture 5,721 16,270 28 17 
Other animals and other animals products 33,721 26,267 10 14 
 
Labor Expenses 
 
In 2007, U.S. hired farm labor comprised $21.9 billion or 9.1% of total production 
expenses. That was an increase in monetary expenses of $3.3 billion, compared to $18.6 
billion in 2002, but a decrease in the percentage of expenses (2007 Census of 
Agriculture). The top four states in terms of payroll expenses and number of hired 
workers are California, Florida, Texas, and Washington (table 2). 
 
Table 2. Top 10 States in Terms of Payroll for Hired Farm Labor (Data Source: 2007 
Census of Agriculture) 
State $1,000 Payroll Number of Hired Workers 
California 5,015,513 448,183 
Florida 1,208,631 115,306 
Texas 1,169,767 154,793 
Washington 1,151,383 238,428 
Oregon 817,277 106,320 
Wisconsin 785,018 76,452 
North Carolina 623,130 77,400 
Michigan 606,717 86,072 
Pennsylvania 590,891 60,721 
New York 583,051 59,683 
U.S. (total) 21,877,661 2,636,509 
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Oregon ranks 5th in terms of payroll and number of hired workers. Michigan ranks 8th in 
payroll and 6th in the number of hired workers. Differences in seasons and commodities 
lead to different rankings for the number of hired workers and the payroll expenses. 
Oregon’s payroll was $817 million in 2007; an increase by $197 million since 2002, 
which had been up by $142 million from 1997. Michigan’s payroll was $607 million in 
2007; an increase by almost $137 million since 2002, which had been up by $101 million 
from 1997 (figure 1). 
 
Hired labor amounted to 21.9% of total production expenses in Oregon, down from 
22.3% in 2002. Hired farm labor amounted to 12.7% of total production expenses in 
Michigan, down from 14.1% in 2002. Despite the recent increase in fertilizer and fuel 
expenses, hired farm labor expenses remained the third largest production expense for 
U.S. farms in 2007 after feed purchased and poultry and livestock purchased. In 
Michigan, hired labor was the second largest expense after feed purchased. In 2002, hired 
farm labor comprised the largest share of all production expenses in Michigan. In 
Oregon, hired farm labor comprised the largest share of all production expenses by a high 
margin in both 2002 and 2007. Accordingly, labor intensity of agricultural production is 
significantly higher in Oregon than in other states. The share of labor expenses of all 
production expenses in Oregon is higher than even other states with labor intensive 
production and the neighboring states California and Washington. One of the causes for 
Oregon’s high labor intensity is the prominence of nursery production. In Oregon’s 
greenhouse, nursery, and floriculture production the share of labor expenses of all 
production expenses was 49.2% in 2007. 
 
In the U.S., contract labor amounted to $4.5 billion in expenses or 1.9% of total 
production expenses in 2007, up $1.1 billion from 2002. In Michigan, contract labor 
amounted to $43 million in expenses or 0.9% of total production expenses in 2007, up 
$7.6 million from 2002. In Oregon, contract labor amounted to $91 million in expenses 
or 2.4% of total production expenses in 2007, up $28 million from 2002. 
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Figure 1. Expenses for Hired Labor and Contract Labor in Michigan (MI) and Oregon 
(OR) (Data Source: Census of Agriculture) 
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In 2007, contract labor comprised 17.1% of the combined farm labor expenses (hired 
farm labor plus contract labor) in the U.S; a slight increase from 15.7% in 2002 and 
16.6% in 1997. The share of contract labor was particularly high in California and 
Florida, each with 31.1% (2007 Census of Agriculture). Michigan’s share of contract 
labor of the combined farm labor expenses was only 6.6% in 2007, and had decreased 
from 6.9% in 2002 and 7.3% in 1997. In Oregon the share of contract labor of the 
combined farm labor expenses was 10.0% in 2007, and had increased from 9.2% in 2002 
and 8.8% in 1997. The increase in Oregon is caused mainly by a rising share of contract 
labor in fruit production, from 8.1% in 1997 to 14.9% in 2007, and in nursery and 
greenhouse production, from 6.1% to 9.0%. The contract labor share in vegetable and 
melon farming has dropped during the same time, from 14.9% to 7.3% (table 3). 
 
Table 3. Share of Contract Labor in Labor Expenses in Michigan and Oregon in Percent 
(Data Source: Census of Agriculture) 

NAICS Group Michigan Oregon 
1997 2002 2007 1997 2002 2007 

Oilseed, grains 8.6 12.0 8.0 9.1 8.7 12.0 
Vegetables, melons 6.1 4.1 4.9 14.9 8.2 7.3 
Fruits, tree nuts 8.5 6.3 10.8 8.1 12.9 14.9 
Greenhouse, nursery, 
floriculture 7.4 5.3 4.3 6.1 6.9 9.0 

Other crops 9.3 12.8 8.8 12.2 10.9 9.6 
Beef cattle, feedlots 3.9 7.4 9.9 13.5 14.6 12.2 
Dairy cattle, milk 4.8 5.2 3.9 * 7.4 3.3 
Hogs, pigs 11.4 15.2 8.0 * 13.8 5.5 
Poultry, eggs 9.8 7.5 10.0 4.3 2.3 2.0 
Other animals, incl. 
aquaculture 10.8 14.8 7.4 11.7 17.0 13.7 

Total 7.3 6.9 6.6 8.8 9.2 10.0 
*Omitted due to confidentiality. 
 
Overall, the U.S. has seen an increase in the share of contract labor in vegetable and 
melon farming, as well as in fruit and tree nuts farming. In Michigan, fruit and tree nut 
farming have seen a slight increase; the contract labor share in nursery and greenhouse 
production was minimal in 2007 with 4.3% and had dropped from 7.4% in 1997. For the 
U.S., the contract labor share in nursery and greenhouse production had also dropped 
from 7.5% in 1997 to 6.1% in 2007. Comparing Michigan’s and Oregon’s 2007 use of 
contract labor to the top fruit and vegetable producing states, their shares of contract 
labor, 10.8% in fruit and tree nut farming in Michigan and 14.9% in Oregon, were 
surprisingly low compared to Florida with 66.7% and California with 42.5%. The share 
of contract labor was even lower in their vegetable and melon farming with 4.9% in 
Michigan and 7.3% in Oregon, compared to California with 41.1%, Arizona with 36.3%, 
and Florida with 24.4%. Washington had similar contract labor shares of 4.6% in fruit 
and tree nut farming and 6.5% in vegetable and melon farming; the latter was 9.1% in 
Idaho. 
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Labor Productivity and Composition 
 
For all three agricultural census years (1997, 2002, and 2007), the share of labor 
expenses, including contract labor, of the total expenses was much higher in Oregon and 
also higher in Michigan than in the U.S. (24.3%, 13.6%, and 10.9%, respectively, in 
2007). In both states, as well as in the U.S. overall, ornamental production (greenhouse, 
nursery, and floriculture) showed the highest labor expenses relative to other expenses, 
followed by fruit and tree nut farming, and vegetable and melon farming (see figures 2 
and 3). 
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Figure 2. Labor Expenses in Percent of Total Expenses in Michigan (Data Source: 
Census of Agriculture) 
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Figure 3. Labor Expenses in Percent of Total Expenses in Oregon (Data Source: Census 
of Agriculture) 
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The share of labor expenses in greenhouse, nursery, and floriculture production, as well 
as in fruit and tree nuts production, was much higher in Oregon than in Michigan. In 
vegetable and melon production, the share of the labor expenses in the total expenses was 
more similar, with slightly higher shares in Michigan (figure 2 and 3). 
 
In both Michigan and Oregon, monetary labor productivity1

 

 was lowest in greenhouse, 
nursery, and floriculture production, as well as fruit and tree nut farming. While in 
greenhouse, nursery, and floriculture production, as well as in fruit and tree nut farming 
monetary labor productivity was even lower in Oregon than in Michigan, Oregon’s 
monetary labor productivity was higher in vegetable and melon farming. In 2007, $1 
invested in labor expenses in greenhouse, nursery, and floriculture production produced 
$3.66 in total sales in Michigan compared to $2.73 in Oregon. On average, $1 invested in 
labor expenses produced $8.86 in total sales in Michigan’s agriculture and $4.92 in 
Oregon’s (table 4). 

Table 4. Monetary Labor Productivity1 in Michigan and Oregon (Data Source: Census of 
Agriculture) 

NAICS Group Michigan Oregon 
1997 2002 2007 1997 2002 2007 

Oilseed, grains 23.52 21.08 27.51 10.67 9.44 14.74 
Vegetables, melons 5.51 5.49 4.65 6.77 5.82 5.31 
Fruits, tree nuts 4.06 3.25 3.95 3.11 2.51 2.98 
Greenhouse, nursery, 
floriculture 3.83 3.86 3.66 3.28 3.07 2.73 

Other crops 13.00 12.75 13.13 7.48 6.03 6.78 
Beef cattle, feedlots 18.04 20.84 22.84 13.45 12.69 14.71 
Dairy cattle, milk 10.72 8.77 10.19 10.37 7.88 9.32 
Hogs, pigs 17.75 11.54 15.17 14.84 17.57 9.25 
Poultry, eggs 12.72 8.30 12.35 7.13 6.68 9.55 
Other animals, incl. 
aquaculture 9.92 3.95 4.76 12.15 4.65 3.86 

Total 8.96 7.47 8.86 5.66 4.75 4.92 
 
Despite variation, comparing 2007 to 2002 and 1997, monetary labor productivity has not 
changed much in Michigan. Overall, Oregon has seen a downward trend in monetary 
labor productivity, likely due to increasing minimum wage levels, in particular since 
20042. Both states saw more of a downward trend of monetary labor productivity in the 
labor intensive crops than overall, signifying that labor expenses rise faster than sales. 
Michigan has also had raises in minimum wage since 20063

                                                 
1 Monetary labor productivity = Total sales / Labor expenses; with labor expenses = hired labor expenses + 
contract labor expenses 

. However, these trends 

2 Since January 1, 2004, Oregon minimum wage is adjusted for inflation using the U.S. City Average 
Consumer Price Index. 
3 Michigan minimum wage was raised above the federal minimum wage October 1, 2006, and then further 
increased July 1, 2007 and July 1, 2008. 
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should be interpreted with caution, because the data presented here are not adjusted for 
inflation and, also, some variation was due to product price variation. 
 
Over the past decade, increasing sales were accomplished with a declining number of 
hired workers in both states (table 5). During the same period, the share of long term 
workers, employed 150 or more days, went up. In general, the increase in the share of 
long term workers was due to a growing number of long term workers and a concurrent 
decrease in the number of short term workers, employed less than 150 days. These trends 
also hold for labor intensive production in both states, with the exception of greenhouse, 
nursery, and floriculture production in Oregon where the total number of workers has 
increased and fruit and tree nut production in Michigan where trends have been flat for 
the decade. 
 
Table 5. Number of short term, long term, and total hired workers in Michigan and 
Oregon (Data Source: Census of Agriculture) 
 Michigan Oregon 
Workers Hired 1997 2002 2007 1997 2002 2007 
Less than 150 days 74,869 63,821 61,788 100,936 95,506 77,936 
150 days or more 20,996 23,034 24,284 23,484 27,339 28,384 
Total hired workers 95,865 86,855 86,072 124,420 122,845 106,320 
 
While the monetary labor productivity of the labor intensive crops has decreased since 
the 1997 census (table 4), sales per worker have increased in both states (table 6). For 
greenhouse, nursery, and floriculture production, sales per worker are relatively similar in 
both states, despite the considerably longer growing season in Oregon. The increase in 
the share of long term workers may have contributed to the increase in sales per worker 
observed in labor intensive crop production. At the same time, the increase in labor 
expenses has contributed to lower monetary productivity. Fruit and tree nuts production 
has the highest share of short term workers, followed by vegetable and melon production. 
 
Table 6. Sales (U.S. Dollar) per Worker in Labor Intensive Crops in Michigan and 
Oregon (Data Source: Census of Agriculture) 

NAICS Group Michigan Oregon 
1997 2002 2007 1997 2002 2007 

Vegetables, melons 22,202 27,752 30,743 28,578 33,125 42,244 
Fruits, tree nuts 9,909 9,354 16,609 7,127 6,201 13,214 
Greenhouse, nursery, 
floriculture 22,540 33,411 36,624 24,110 30,284 37,487 

Total 37,217 43,434 66,842 23,864 26,436 41,974 
 
Wage Rates 
 
Since 1998, wages in both states have been above the U.S. average; considerably so 
during the following five years. In 2004, Michigan’s wage rate came down and has since 
stayed closer to the U.S. average (figure 4). The wage rate in Oregon was mostly higher 
than in Michigan, with the exception of 2000, 2002, 2003, and most recently 2008. In 



 8 

2009, Oregon, as well as its neighboring state Washington, has seen drastic wage hikes; 
in the case of Oregon, wages increased by 98 cents compared to 2008. 
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Figure 4. Annual average wage rates 1997-2009 in U.S. Dollar – U.S., Oregon, and 
Michigan (Data Source: NASS) 
 
Comparing the Lake States (Michigan, Minnesota, and Wisconsin) and the Pacific region 
(Oregon and Washington) shows trends similar to comparing Michigan and Oregon. In 
general, wages were above the U.S. average in both regions and similar to each other 
until 2003, with the Lake states slightly higher after 1997. 2003 through 2005, wages 
grew more rapidly in the Lake region. In 2006, wages caught up in the Pacific region, but 
lagged again in 2007 and 2008, and finally showed a drastic increase in 2009 (figure 5). 
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Figure 5. Annual average wage rates 1997-2009 in U.S. Dollar – U.S., Pacific States 
(Oregon and Washington), and Lake States (Michigan, Minnesota, and Wisconsin) (Data 
Source: NASS) 
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Labor Intensive Agriculture and Wages in Oregon 
 
The Oregon Employment Department collects wage information through the 
Occupational Employment Survey on a semiannual basis for workers covered by 
unemployment insurance4

 

. Survey results are summarized and made publicly available 
by occupation on the website of the Oregon Labor Market Information System 
(www.QualityInfo.org). The data reflect gross pay, excluding premium pay and fringe 
benefits, such as housing allowances, non production bonuses, and overtime pay. 
Comparable data is not available for Michigan. 

In the previous sections, it was posited that increasing minimum wages were causing 
monetary labor productivity to decrease in labor intensive crop production. This would be 
the case, if (1) increases in minimum wages not only affect the workers hired at minimum 
wage but become a driver for rising overall pay grades, shifting the wage curve upwards; 
and (2) these increasing costs cannot be translated into price increases. Martin discusses 
that both conditions are likely met in Oregon’s labor-intensive agriculture. In addition, 
after indexing Oregon’s minimum wage with the U.S. City Average Consumer Price 
Index starting January 1, 2004, median and average wages for farm workers in crop, 
nursery, and greenhouse production have indeed moved upwards almost synchronously 
(figure 6). Martin also asserts that farmers are likely to cope with higher minimum wages 
by eliminating employer paid benefits such as housing and bonuses or limiting benefits to 
year round workers. The latter strategies have also been observed with rising minimum 
wages in Michigan after October 1, 2006. 
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Figure 6. Oregon minimum wage, median and average wages for farm workers and 
laborers for crops, nurseries, and greenhouses 2004-2009 in U.S. Dollar (Data Source: 
Stevenson et al. & U.S. Department of Labor) 
 

                                                 
4 Excludes agricultural labor performed for a farm with a quarterly payroll of less than $20,000 or not 
employing at least 10 persons in each of 20 separate weeks during any calendar year. 
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Migration and Housing 
 
Similar to its neighboring states, California and Washington, Oregon’s farm labor force 
seems less migratory than farm labor in the Midwest. According to a recent survey in 
Washington, 79% of farm workers reported that their permanent residence is in the state 
and 70% reported not to leave their local area for work (Washington State Farmworker 
Housing Trust). Although these data are not available for Oregon, it can be assumed that 
the situation is similar, and farm workers consider themselves local to Oregon, even if 
many are recent immigrants with limited English language proficiency. Larson (2002) 
estimated that 38.6% of the 103,453 migrant and seasonal farm workers5

 

 in Oregon are 
migratory. 

The National Agricultural Workers Survey also shows an increasing share of settled 
workers rather than migrant workers since the late 1990s. Between 2005 and 2007 only a 
third of U.S. crop workers consisted of migrants (Carroll et al.). Accordingly, the picture 
of a transitory population does not reflect reality. Similarly, although the farm worker 
population is portrayed as being mostly young and male (NAWS; Kandel 2008), 77% of 
farm workers interviewed in Washington reported to live with family members and 58% 
of the accompanied households included children (Washington State Farmworker 
Housing Trust)6

 

. Again, the situation is likely similar in Oregon with farm workers living 
in local communities with their families. 

Larson (2006) estimated that 76.7% of the 45,800 migrant and seasonal farm workers5 
employed in Michigan are migratory. Some of this migration takes place inside state 
borders. However, many workers are coming from other U.S. agricultural regions, in 
particular, Texas and Florida. Migrant workers in Oregon tend to come from California 
and further south. By sending region, Carrol et al. estimate that 48% of the Midwestern 
migrant stream come from the U.S. and Puerto Rico, but only 6% of the Western migrant 
stream; most of the rest come from Mexico and 2% from other countries (2002-7). 
Furthermore, the unauthorized farm worker population is estimated at 29% in the 
Midwest and 61% in the West. Newcomers to farm work with less than one year 
experience are estimated at 9% in the Midwest and 19% in the West. Finally, Spanish is 
the main language for 54% of the farm workers in the Midwest and 92% in the West. 
Accordingly, the farm worker populations in the Midwest and in the West seem to be 
rather different from each other, with consequences for the types of services required and 
abilities to navigate the U.S. system. Also, agricultural production in the West is at a 
greater risk with respect to labor availability from increased border and immigration 
enforcement. 
 
With respect to housing needs, it should be noted that many farm workers live and travel 
with family members. Larson (2006) estimated 44,916 non-farm workers in migrant and 
seasonal farm worker households in Michigan. Furthermore, a total of 41,038 children 

                                                 
5 Totals of migrant and seasonal farm workers include food processing and reforestation workers. Larson 
estimated 3,530 reforestation workers in Oregon and 246 in Michigan. 
6 The NAWS survey reports on crop workers, whereas the Washington State Farmworker Housing Trust 
reports on all farm workers, including livestock and dairy farms. 
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and youth under 20 years of age are living in farm worker households7

 

. Larson (2002) 
estimated 71,031 non-farm workers in migrant and seasonal farm worker households in 
Oregon. A total of 59,463 persons are children and youth under 20 years of age7. Holden 
et al. estimated 80.8% of Michigan farm worker households to include children and 
85.2% of Oregon farm worker households. 

In Oregon, strict zoning laws and “smart growth policies” with the objectives of 
preserving open space and agricultural land severely limit farmers’ abilities to provide 
on-farm housing for their farm workers (Robinson). However, farmers also report over-
burdening state regulations and the cost of building and maintenance as reasons for not 
providing housing. In 1999, 310 registered labor camps in Oregon reported 12,454 
occupants (League of Women Voters of Oregon Education Fund Farmworker Study 
Committee). For 2004, Oregon reports 356 labor camps with 11,916 occupants 
(Farmworker Information Center). In comparison, in Michigan over 800 licensed labor 
camps provided housing for around 22,000 occupants in 2008 (Michigan Department of 
Agriculture). However, the provision of licensed farm labor housing in Michigan has 
declined during the first decade of the 21st century. 
 
Overall, requirements for farm labor camp licenses in Michigan and registration in 
Oregon, as well as standards used for inspection are similar. In Oregon, labor contractors 
registering a farm labor camp have the additional requirements of an endorsement of their 
license and posting a $15,000 bond. They are also required to provide adequate lodging 
without charge if the workers they house are ordered to vacate the camp due to code 
violations. In Michigan, operating an unlicensed camp carries a penalty of up to $1,000 
per day with $10,000 maximum (Michigan Department of Agriculture). In Oregon, 
penalties are set between $250 and $7,000 (Oregon Department of Agriculture). 
 
The farm labor housing in Michigan is more likely than housing in Oregon, California, or 
Washington to be located on farms. Holden et al. estimate 28.5% of farm workers in 
Michigan live in private market housing units, 71.5% in employer-owned units; in 
Oregon, 99.2% live in private market units, in California 91.5%, and in Washington 
88.1%. However, there is a share of the farm worker population that prefers living in off-
farm housing. Over 50% of farm workers interviewed in Washington stated that they 
would prefer to live in town rather than on farms (Washington State Farmworker 
Housing Trust). Accordingly a portfolio of different housing options on-farm and off-
farm is appropriate. In Oregon, nonprofit organizations, such as the Community and 
Shelter Assistance Corporation (CASA) and Housing Development Corporation of 
Northwest Oregon provide in-town housing for mostly year-round farm workers 
(Robinson). 
 
The quality of the newer farm labor housing stock in Michigan is comparatively high. 
Several grant and loan programs have supported building of farm labor housing units 
over the past decade. In Michigan, two programs have been used to mainly build on-farm 
housing, the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) Rural Development Section 
514/516 Farm Labor Housing Direct Loans and the Michigan Department of Agriculture 
                                                 
7 Some of the children and youth are also farm workers. 
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(MDA) Loans and Grants programs. The USDA program also allows grants but only to 
nonprofit organizations, which has not been used much in Michigan. The MDA program 
is now defunct after several funding crises of the Michigan state budget. 
 
State budget problems have also limited farm labor housing inspections in Michigan over 
the past years. Inspections used to be conducted pre-season and during the occupancy 
period. Funding for in-season inspections and follow-ups is no longer available8; in-
season inspections are limited to complaints. During the 2009 growing season, licensing 
was temporarily suspended, but then continued through 2009 with a transfer of funds 
from the Michigan Department of Energy, Labor and Economic Growth (FLS). Recently 
a license application fee9

 

 has been passed by the legislature, but the fee will only cover 
partial costs of the licensing program. As housing inspections are considered a public 
health function in addition to a service to the housing providers, covering total costs with 
applications fees is not likely to be feasible. However, licensing inspections are expected 
to continue through the 2010 growing season. 

A recent investigation of the conditions of migrant and seasonal farm workers in 
Michigan by the Michigan Civil Rights Commission found a number of housing 
problems, including structural deficits, lack of clean running water, exposed wires, 
overcrowding, close proximity to fields, and poor sanitation. Other problems uncovered 
were discrimination against women and sexual harassment, national origin and racial 
discrimination. Working conditions did not conform to required standards, e.g., lacking 
drinking water, portable toilets, and hand-washing facilities in the fields while hand-
harvesting. Forms of wage theft and piece rates resulting in below minimum hourly 
wages were also reported. In addition, language barriers hindered migrant farm workers 
accessing services. They also encountered difficulties obtaining drivers’ and marriage 
licenses, problems with state and local law enforcement, and racism and other forms of 
mistreatment by people in local communities. 
 
Table 7. Farm Worker Housing Conditions (Data Source: Holden et al.) 
Housing Units U.S./Percent Michigan/Percent Oregon/Percent 
Crowded 
Crowed with 
Children 

51.8 

74.4 

61.5 

96.0 

40.5 

85.4 

Substandard 
- Severe 
- Moderate 

34.6 
19.9 
14.7 

45.6 
30.4 
15.2 

51.8 
34.5 
17.3 

Lack at Least One 
Major Appliance 21.6 27.7 38.0 

 
While the above investigation is based on public hearings, localized labor camp visits by 
the Michigan Civil Rights Commission, and other mechanisms of public input, the 
                                                 
8 Inspections by other state, e.g., Michigan Occupational Safety and Health Administration, and federal 
agencies, e.g., U.S. Department of Labor, are still possible. 
9 Currently, the license application fee is $5 times the number of people permitted to occupy the agriculture 
labor camp (Michigan Public Acts 13’10 and 14’10). 
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Housing Assistance Council commissioned an earlier study of farm worker housing 
conditions in the U.S., which includes state specific data for both Michigan and Oregon 
(Holden et al.). According to this study, 61.5% of farm worker housing units in Michigan 
and 40.5% in Oregon are considered crowded10. Of the crowed housing units, 96.0% in 
Michigan and 85.4% in Oregon include children. The quality of the housing stock is 
assessed as either severe substandard11 for 30.4% of units in Michigan and 34.5% of units 
in Oregon or as moderate substandard12

 

 for 15.2% in Michigan and 17.3% in Oregon. In 
sum, 45.6% of the farm worker housing units in Michigan and 51.8% in Oregon are 
considered substandard. Also, 27.7% of the units in Michigan and 38.0% in Oregon lack 
at least one major appliance, such as a working toilet, tub or shower, stove and/or 
refrigerator (table 7). In conclusion, it seems that off-farm housing, prevalent in Oregon, 
does not lead to better housing quality or fewer problems with the housing stock and 
appliances than on-farm housing, prevalent in Michigan. 
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